10 August 2014 : Joshua 1 : 1-9    
Today our congregation remembers with pride a man, Major Jock Sprot, who served this church faithfully and well over many years as a district elder and as Session Clerk, and as we welcome on to the Kirk Session a new member, Mr David Walmsley, to share in spiritual leadership with us. One of the highlights of the Commonwealth Games, was the men’s relay final, as Usain Bolt, terrific showman as well as terrific athlete, had the Hampden crowd in the palm of his hand as he steered Jamaica to gold. 
The work of the church is also a kind of relay race, one generation passing on the baton of faith to its successors, and there is a sense in which today symbolises precisely that in our kirk. One generation has, to paraphrase the apostle Paul, fought the good fight, run its race, completed the course, kept the faith, and entered the winner’s enclosure to hear the Lord say “Well done, my good and faithful servant”, and put on the crown of righteousness. 
Now it is for us, in our turn, to follow that example, to build on that foundation. Our Bible lesson today tells of another critical point in the relay race of God’s story of salvation, and I wonder exactly how Joshua – by now not exactly a spring chicken – felt as he surveyed the mass of people looking expectantly to him to lead them. I wonder how he felt as the Lord spoke to him somewhat brutally of a fact of which he was only too well aware : 
Moses my servant is dead. Ouch! Thanks for reminding me, Boss! Now then, you and all these people, get ready to cross the Jordan River into the land I am about to give them.   No pressure, then. Where Moses, the great leader whom God had called and used to bring his people out of slavery in Egypt, had failed, Joshua was expected to succeed, to complete the divine deliverance by taking these people into the Promised Land, a land flowing with milk and honey. Joshua would recall with painful clarity events of 40 years previously.

When the people who had seen with their own eyes God’s sovereign power, the people who had been miraculously immune from the plagues afflicting their Egyptian overlords, the people who had crossed the sea on dry land just before the tide came in and swept away the pursuing armies – these people had stood on high ground and seen the rich and fertile territory their God had promised them, but hadn’t gone in and taken the land.

In Numbers 13 we read of an advance party being sent to spy out the land, and that they came back with a fantastic haul of produce. It was exactly as God had promised it would be. Now there’s a surprise. You’d think they’d have been delighted, excited, eager to go.

You’d be wrong. They came back with faces as long as Hawick High Street, moaning about the residents of the land. They were giants. They were big and tough and mean. 
They would eat up the Israelites and spit out the bones. There was no way the Israelites could go in and take the land. Give up, go home – wherever that might be! – sucking your thumbs and with your tails between your legs. Doom and gloom. That was the verdict. 

Or, to be precise, that was the verdict of 10 out of the 12 members of the advance party.  There was a minority report, presented by Caleb and Joshua, and the difference was that they took into account one more important factor – the God factor. 
10 out of 12 could see only the human problem. Joshua and Caleb saw past the problem to the divine promise. And it was the promise, not the problem, that made up their minds. We call that faith. How often do we, in our own lives, see only the problem and not the promise? How often do we allow ourselves to be overwhelmed by the evidence of our five senses, and lose sight of the fact that all things are possible for those who have faith? 
We all have problems to overcome, but as sons and daughters of God we are, by nature and definition, overcomers. Ephesians 3.20 speaks of God who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine – yes, amen – but how? According to His power that is at work within us. Yes, we know this world is seriously off the rails. There is wall-to-wall news coverage with explicit close-up pictures to show us how seriously it’s off the rails. 
But do we think any of it comes as a surprise to God? Is God sitting in heaven, his head in his hands, ready to nip down to Boots the Chemist to get His prescription for industrial-strength valium? Or do you think there’s just a chance that He might have seen all this coming? Have a look at Mark 13 sometime, and you’ll see that God knew only too well that the people of this earth would act like jerks, but … He still sent Jesus to the cross, His blood shed to pay for the forgiveness and reconciliation of all people to their estranged Father, His body broken to pay for the healing of our bodies and indeed of our humanity.

And even in the present day, where Christians are a cheap target for off-colour jokes in the media, and for less favourable treatment by those who rule over us than those of other faiths and none, God has not thrown up His hands in despair and packed Himself off to a quiet beach somewhere to write His memoirs. He has not rubbed out Ephesians 3.20. He is still able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine – according to His power that is at work within us. He looks to us to have the spirit of Joshua and Caleb now.
Of course, history relates that, all those years ago, Joshua & Caleb were outvoted, which is a sobering lesson about the limitation of democracy. The heavenly psephology is different. You as a believer + the promise of God’s Word = a working majority in every situation. 

That is the arithmetic of faith, and when we face daunting situations, that’s what we need to encourage us. Note God’s promise to Joshua in v.5 : No-one will be able to stand up against you all the days of your life. As I was with Moses, so I will be with you. I will never leave you nor forsake you. That last sentence is repeated in Hebrews 13.
There’s a fascinating point made in the very next chapter of Joshua. Rahab, the lady of the night, who helped Joshua and the Israelites to take Jericho, commented in Joshua 2.9-11 :  I know that the Lord has given this land to you, and that a great fear of you has fallen on us, so that all who live in this country are melting in fear because of you.
We have heard how the Lord dried up the water of the Red Sea for you when you came out of Egypt, and what you did to Sihon and Og, the two kings of the Amorites east of the Jordan, whom you completely destroyed. When we heard of it, our hearts sank and everyone’s courage failed because of you, for the Lord your God is God in Heaven above and on the earth below. Now, get this, that was the testimony of an unbeliever!

The people of Jericho had greater faith in the power of God than the people of Israel did! They’d only heard of what the people of Israel had actually experienced, but they believed. How crazy is that! Had Israel followed the lead of Joshua and Caleb, 40 years earlier, and not the moaning minnies, they would have been able to walk in and take the land without breaking sweat. God had gone ahead of them to clear the way. Again! 
But they blew it, and had to put up with a 40-year delay … even today’s French air-traffic controllers can’t match that … and made life unnecessarily hard for themselves by missing God’s timing. Make no mistake, those were 40 long hard years in the wilderness. Let’s be clear what happened. They had a choice, to live by God’s promise, and God’s miraculous power ; or to leave God out of the equation and live by their own efforts. Faith or works.

They chose wrongly. They chose works ahead of faith, toil ahead of grace, and it was during those 40 years that the seed sown by that choice bore its inevitable fruit. I’m told that one of the favourite music requests at the crematorium is Frank Sinatra singing I did it my way. Maybe if they’d done it God’s way instead of their own way, they wouldn’t have been at the crematorium for a few more years! God respected their choice.

They wanted to do it their way. They wanted to trust on their own efforts rather than His glorious grace and miraculous provision that had taken them into Egypt under Joseph, out of Egypt under Moses, through the Red Sea, manna falling from heaven in the midst of the desert – manna that they moaned about, by the way, we hate this manna, it’s boring, it tastes of wallpaper paste. Excuse me? There were out in the desert! What else were they going to eat? There was no ASDA delivery out there.

So God honoured their preference and gave them the ultimate in trusting in their own efforts – the Law, the 10 Commandments. The nature of the relationship between God and His people changed. It was no longer based on God’s goodness but on man’s attempts at goodness. It broke God’s heart to do it, but it was what they wanted. Was that clever? 

But, then again, don’t we often make the same mistake, thinking – even if we wouldn’t admit it – that good deeds earn Brownie points in some heavenly account whilst bad deeds will lead, somewhere down the road, to divine punishment, if not a bolt of lightning then some illness, some misfortune. How often, when things have gone wrong, have we cried out : what have I done to deserve this? Or made that comment about someone else?

In James 2 we learn that if we offend in even one point of the Law we’ve broken it all. God’s standard is not 51%, but 100% - utter perfection, as He is perfect. And we either attain that 100% by our own efforts, which the minute you drive at 31 in a built-up area, is gone forever, or by the grace of Our Lord Jesus, righteousness credited to us as a free gift. We don’t want to think about we deserve, under the curse of the Law, We want to be smarter than that and give thanks for what we receive, the blessing given by grace.
Back to Joshua, and how he would have been encouraged by Rahab’s words, confirmation of the Lord’s determination to fulfil every promise of His Word, a determination that has never lessened to the present day. God’s promise to Moses : I will give you every place where you set your foot [v.3] :  absolutely remains in force today to the church. 
For us, the promise is all about claiming and receiving into the Kingdom, as sons and daughters of the Most High God, every man, woman and child within our parish, to make a present reality all that the atoning death of Jesus has already made a legal entitlement. One sacrifice, for all sin, for all people, for all time. Ah but, some belong to other faiths. 

That’s what the world will say, the 10 out of 12 who will point to how things presently look as an excuse for not fulfilling the call on our lives. The Word says that there is one sacrificial offering, Jesus ; one name by which we must be saved ; one church, one faith, one Lord. And the spirit of Joshua and Caleb determines that the Word is true, that we are not moved by what we see, not moved by what we hear, not moved by how we feel, but by every promise of God’s Word fulfilled in, and sealed by the blood of, Jesus.

The words God spoke to Joshua in today’s lesson empowered and emboldened him for the task ahead. As God was with Moses, so he was with Joshua, and with us – well, actually, not quite. Our position is more favourable than that of Joshua, because as we see in vs 7-8, he lived under the Law. We don’t. As we said two minutes ago, we have a better covenant, with better promises – remember Hebrews 8.6. For us, New Testament believers,  enjoying God’s promises doesn’t depend on our human performance, inconsistent as it is, but on the perfect finished work of Christ, the same yesterday, today, forever.

Obedience to the Lord is good, of course it is, but we have the privilege of trusting in the goodness of Jesus, not our own, His empowering to walk by faith in the grace of God, and to shine with the love of Jesus, the love that will never let us go, the love that kills fear and guilt, the love that overcomes and wins the hearts and minds of others.
